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  Chapter 1
Camp
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Aquaint, rustic cabin seemed a strange setting for the commander of the Death Platoon, but then nothing around him made sense. The furniture in the rustic cabin was rough and utilitarian: a desk and two chipped chairs that you could have found at any garage sale back when things were normal. A woodsy aroma wafted on the air—cedarwood. 
Commander Pollack was younger than I expected. Only five years older than me, tops. Not that it troubled me, just caught me off guard. His casual, relaxed posture clashed with my idea of someone leading elite soldiers.
I stood at attention while waiting for him to finish reading the letter. Chill seeped through my fatigues, yet the cold didn’t seem to affect the commander, who was dressed in a drab olive t-shirt and tan-and-green fatigues.
Downturned brow as he read, occasional inquisitive glances, fingers drumming on the desk. Hell’s bells, he wasn’t convinced. I refrained from scowling.
Pollack lifted his gaze from the letter, nothing in his expression hinting at his resolve. My short nails dug into my palms. I had to get in. There was no other way. I couldn’t go back to any of the city units without finding my brother.
“At ease, squaddie,” Pollack said.
“I’m more than prepared,” I blurted without loosening my stiff stance.
“You’re too young for this unit, Whitaker. You’re what? Twenty?”
“Twenty-seven.” I should have put up my light-brown hair in a bun instead of the ponytail.
His warm eyes belied the steely expression, one black eyebrow arched.
“Is that an issue?” I asked. “I’m ready to be part of your unit.”
His eyes darkened.
“Sir,” I added.
He huffed and returned to reading.
We weren’t even real soldiers, for Pete’s sake, just civilians trained by other civilians, hoping to create some resistance to fight the military-trained Bastards. Titles were just fancy names we opted to give the Resistance leaders to infuse some sort of hope. This fake commander could have been a store clerk or a personal trainer before all hell broke loose.
We were toy soldiers playing a war beyond our comprehension.
Yet, I couldn’t treat this guy like any of the other self-proclaimed commanders. He wasn’t made of the same wood; the muscled body and bruised, scarred arms told me he liked to get things done.
A man shouted outside. I flinched and stiffened then refrained from glancing at the shut door behind me, the only exit from this place if you didn’t count the two partially opened windows. More shouts rang out and, recognizing it was a standard drill, I took one deep breath while isolating outside sounds. This was a safe place. Nothing to worry about.
Pollack slapped a hand on the letter. “Just because a lousy city-unit sergeant was impressed doesn’t mean you’re fit for my unit, squaddie.”
“Test me. I’m not afraid of anything you throw my way.”
He leaned back and put the letter aside. “Oh, really?”
“I want to kill the Bastards. And your unit is the best prepared in all the Resistance. I want in. Sir.” No commander, not even this one, was going to deny me that, not after all my hard work.
His nostrils flared, and his pupils dilated. I stiffened, but then he retook the previous expression. For a moment, for just one second, I had the impression he could—no, that wasn’t possible. This was the Resistance, not the enemy.
It was impossible to mistake Bastards, those mutant freaks, for vanilla humans.
“Our acceptance rate is the lowest, by far.” Pollack laced his fingers. “No matter how strongly backed you are. You are—“ his nostrils flared again—”delicate.”
Delicate? I wanted to shout. If he were to see how I’d fought with my brothers, he would never think of me as delicate. And city sergeants didn’t send just any soldier here. I tightened my lips, hating that this guy was dismissing me because of my stupid doll looks. Because of my gender.
“I’ve been fighting for the Resistance these past five years,” I said. “And I’ve helped bring one of their cells down. Nothing else but killing the Bastards is on my mind. That’s all I care about.” Almost.
“A noble thought. Stupid and senseless though. We don’t want our soldiers to die.”
“If it means hitting the Bastards, I’m all in. Sir.”
His expression gave away nothing. He rose to his feet. “Come with me, Whitaker.”
Uncertain whether I’d convinced him or not, I followed him out of the cabin. Dogs barked in the distance under the bright blue sky.
The slight chill in the air, the woods, and the looming mountains made me feel alive for the first time in many, many months, like coming out of a tomb. Safe. Here, in the heart of the Canadian Rockies, freedom abounded. Canada was the only country in North America to resist the Bastards and had extended its borders to include Alaska. Bastards preferred cities, the more polluted, the better, so they had barely lifted their eyes to this part of the continent.
This was a nice contrast after the city’s claustrophobic quarters, where we huddled and planned mostly unsuccessful attacks against the Bastard companies that controlled the rest of humanity. Sometimes I wondered if the Joes and Janes of the world appreciated our fighting while they went on with what they thought—or wanted to believe—were normal lives.
A dozen log cabins were scattered among spruces and aspens, cabins I would have chosen for a relaxing vacation a few years past. How ironic. A chain-link fence, rusted in parts, surrounded the compound, more for marking the territory than providing any defense. A few soldiers jogged around the camp, and some glanced my way. I stuck out in the traditional gray and white of the Resistance. Others undertook basic weapons training, wooden staffs and knife combat. I noticed some female soldiers.
I tried to spot a certain familiar face, hear his familiar laugh.
Yearning tightened my chest.
My boots stomped on the sunbathed dirt path lined with wildflowers. I glanced around as I kept one step behind the commander. Rumor had it this unit had the highest survival rate, despite their frequent raids, but that wasn’t what I cared about.
You won’t be of any use dead, Fi, came Sebastian’s voice. My brother’s laughter echoed in my mind as I looked around.
The men and women fighting were focused, but some of them laughed and patted each other on the back, a rare occurrence back in the city. This was a team.
Nothing is stronger than us, Filly, Dad said. Find Sebastian. Nothing else should matter.
No, Dad, nothing else matters. I promise you.
Hope had returned to my cold heart for the first time a couple of years ago. One of the rebels had talked about a Sergeant “Ghost” Whitaker in this unit and, soon, others followed, whispering how he was so fast he seemed to run through walls. Sebastian and I had raced many times, and he always beat me, despite the fact that I’d won many races back in the day. And only the best belonged here.
Pollack stopped and pivoted on his heels before I took another step. I held my ground as he stepped closer, and his mint-scented aftershave wafted toward me. He towered over me, like that freak Bastard captain. Calm down, Fi. He’s not as tall or rippling with muscles as they are. And no freakish orange eyes.
I clasped my hands behind my back, one clenched into a fist to avoid the telling twitch. I mentally reviewed the tattoo on my wrist to remind myself why I was doing this. 
The commander’s face remained impassive, expressionless, gaze unwavering. His nostrils flared wider, the black of his pupils taking over his hazel irises once again.
No, no, Pollack’s one of the good guys. I inhaled deeply to calm down. The pupils must have been a trick of the noonish light. My hand stopped twitching, and I smiled at him. I was under control.
Always under control, Filly, Dad whispered. Don’t let them get to you.
Pollack lifted his gaze and shook his head a notch as if answering a silent question. I tried hard not to look behind my shoulder as a weird shiver ran down my spine.
“You’re not what this unit needs, squaddie.”
A punch in the gut. A slap on my face.
“You can’t dismiss me,” I hissed.
Pollack’s lips tightened, and his eyes narrowed.
Belatedly I realized the stupidity of my reaction. “Sir, I apologize for my outburst, but you’re making a big mist—“
“Save it. Go to the cafeteria behind me and eat something. The trip back will be harder. Keep fighting with the Resistance.”
“Please, sir,” I begged. “My brother, Sebastian Whitaker. Is he . . .?” My voice trailed as he strode away.
There was no use. I had blown my only chance to find my baby brother, and my stupid recklessness hadn’t helped. Why couldn’t I keep my mouth shut?
To hell with everything.
Determined not to go back to the city until I found him, I stalked away from the cafeteria. These guys must have underground facilities, not unlike some units in the bigger cities. Somewhere around here, there should be an entrance. This place was too rustic and most likely a decoy. Pollack’s cabin wasn’t the real deal, that was why it felt so strange.
A dark-haired soldier stepped from behind a thick copse of evergreens. She held a German Shepherd by the leash. “Where do you think you’re going, squaddie? This is off limits.”
“I’m looking for Sergeant Sebastian Whitaker. I’m his sister Fiona and—“
“Cafeteria.” She flicked her wrist and pointed to the biggest cabin. “You have to wait there until you’re summoned.” The dog sat on his haunches, ears pricked.
“But—“
“If you don’t, I’ll have to detain you.”
I clasped my hands behind my back, pondering the situation. Two other soldiers strolled around, casting glances at us. Shit.
“Of course,” I conceded. Temporarily. “Going there now.”
Before I arrived at the building, the hairs of my neck bristled, and I turned around. A lean soldier of an average height rested his back on a tree, too far for me to discern his features but his stare bore into me, assessing me. There was something odd about the guy. Something not quite right, though I couldn’t pinpoint what.
I squared my shoulders and made sure my steps were firm as I entered the building.
Flames danced before my eyes, and I stopped short, heart thumping painfully. A hearth was situated at the other end of the big cabin. I could feel the pull of the flames, the anguished yells. My stomach rolled, and my feet attempted to escape the place.
I clenched my jaw and brushed the memory away. Rectangular wooden tables occupied most of the space; kerosene lamps hung on the wall, though the hearth and the soft yellow light through the windows were the only illumination. In the open kitchen space, two cooks worked with a camaraderie between the clang of silverware and sizzling coming from the wood oven. These soldiers had returned to life in the 1800s, like many resistance points outside the cities, at least on the surface. The underground must be something else entirely.
Beside the cooks, the driver who had brought me to camp was the only one here, eating and focused on a notebook. After picking up a smoked meat sandwich and a cup of steamy broth, I sat, my back to the hearth, and gazed around, taking note of the exits: the double main doors, and one near the kitchen. One of the windows was open. If the driver finished before me, I could slip outside through it. But if Sebastian was here, he might hear that Fiona Whitaker was looking for him. He would know I’d survived and come find me first.
Knowing this might be my only chance to eat in many hours, I forced myself to chew and swallow.
A massive soldier strolled inside and stared at me with animosity, his attitude contrasting with the gorgeous view peeking from the cabin’s windows.
“Hey, doll face, what the fuck are you doing here in the big leagues? Go back to the city and play soldier there. That’s where you belong.”
What was the problem with this guy? I sipped my soup and assessed him. A mix of Latino, Asian, and Bigfoot. He had a piercing in his nose and cropped navy-blue hair that contrasted with his brown skin. I held his challenging stare without concern then shrugged and took a swig of water. He grabbed something from the counter and headed out, scowling at me.
My driver headed toward the exit, and my back straightened. I had a few precious minutes left. The bathrooms stood near the open window, so I sauntered there over uneven floorboards, then peeked out. No one in sight except for the cooks with their backs to me as they goofed around. I slipped through the window and landed softly on my feet.
Trees were my only companions. Lucky me. Cold air stung my
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